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Kerr Place is a two-story Federal mansion with a cen t ra l  projecting 
pedimented pavil ion on both the f ront  and rear  elevations. The brickwork 
i s  even colored Flemish bond above the molded water table  and English bond 
below. Rubbed brick splayed arches appear w e r  a l l  the windows, and a 
rubbed brick frame encircles  the round window i n  each pediment. A t  the 
base of the gable roof and around the pediments is a Federal-style 
bracketed cornice. There was, a t  one time, a glassed-in cupola a t  the 
junction of the cross  gable, but i t  burned i n  the early-twentieth 
century and w a s  not replaced. On the eastern end of the building i s  a 
two-story wing which or ig ina l ly  was a one-and-a-half s tory kitchen connecte 
to  the house by a hyphen. 

The f i r s t  f l oo r  plan of Kerr Place includes a cen t ra l  entrance h a l l  behind 
which i s  a reception room. Flanking these two rooms is a drawing room on 
the west and a dining room on the eas t .  The s ta i rcase  i s  located i n  the 
entrance h a l l .  The in t e r io r  t r i m  i n  the principal rooms is probably the 
most elaborate and formal found i n  any house on Virginia 's  Eastern Shore. 
Especially notable i s  that  of the drawing room which includes f ine  examples 
of Wellford molded and applied decoration i n  both the cornice and mantel. 
According t o  Ralph Whitelaw, there i s  a t rad i t ion  tha t  the drawing room wall 
were covered with French block-print paper, "Telemaque dans 1 ' I l e  de Calypsc 
by Joseph Dufour. Apparently most of the doors i n  the house were painted 
t o  imitate wood grain  and inlay,  as  one undisturbed example survives on the 
second f loor .  Except for  some new par t i t ions  i n  two of the bedrooms, the 
i n t e r io r  of Kerr Place survives essen t ia l ly  as  bu i l t .  

With the development of the town of Onancock, Kerr Place i s  no Xonger a 
country house; however, a sympathetic s e t t i n g  has been retained with broad 
yards on both t h e  f ront  and rear ,  complimented by large shade t rees .  . - . - .  - - .  
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STATEMENT O F  S I F N I F I C A N C E  

In 1793 John Shepherd Ker acquired 364 acres  of land, inherited by h i s  wife, 
the daughter of George Corbin, i n  the v i c i n i t y  of the present town of 
Onancock. It generally is assumed tha t  Ker did not begin construction of 
h i s  house u n t i l  1799 "when he established the reversion in t e r e s t  i n  the 
land i n  h i s  name" and probably was completed by the time of h i s  death i n  
1806. Although the house i s  now ca l led  Kerr Place, the  family signed 
the i r  name Ker, and the house was referred t o  as  Ker's Place i n  John Ker's 
w i l l  of 1806. 

I n  1875 the house and seven acres  were sold t o  George W. Powell, a member of 
Powell Brothers, merchants and maritime agents. It w a s  Powell who added a 
glassed-in cupola on the roof so  that  he could watch h i s  ships s a i l i n g  i n  
and out of Onancock Creek. Following Powell's death, the house passed 
through several  owners u n t i l  1960 when the house and two acres  of land were 
acquired by, and made the headquarters o f ,  the Easrern Shore of Virginia 
His tor ica l  Society. 

Kerr Place survives a s  probably the f i nes t  and most e laborate  ~ e d e r a l  
mansion on Virginia 's  Eastern Shore. The a rch i t ec tu ra l  kinship between 
i t  and several  other  Federal houses i n  the a rea ,  such as Brownsville and 
Wharton Place, indicate  a comnon archi tect-bui lder  who unfortunately has 
not been ident i f ied .  It is appropriate tha t  one of the Shore'e major 
a r ch i t ec tu ra l  landmarks should become the headquarters of a soc ie ty  
dedicated t o  the  study and preservation of the Eastern Shore's h i s t o r i c a l  
heri tage.  
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